Reaching Extension\u27s Clientele: Exploring Patterns of Preferred Information Channels Among Small Farm Operators by Israel, Glenn
Journal of Rural Social Sciences 
Volume 08 
Issue 1 Southern Rural Sociology Volume 8, 
Issue 1 (1991) 
Article 4 
12-31-1991 
Reaching Extension's Clientele: Exploring Patterns of Preferred 
Information Channels Among Small Farm Operators 
Glenn Israel 
University of Florida 
Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss 
 Part of the Rural Sociology Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Israel, Glenn. 1991. "Reaching Extension's Clientele: Exploring Patterns of Preferred Information Channels 
Among Small Farm Operators." Journal of Rural Social Sciences, 08(1): Article 4. Available At: 
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss/vol08/iss1/4 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Center for Population Studies at eGrove. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in Journal of Rural Social Sciences by an authorized editor of eGrove. For more information, 
please contact egrove@olemiss.edu. 
h u h m  R d  -0, Vd. 8, 1991 
Reaching Extension's Clientele: Exploring 
Patterns of Preferred Information Channels 
Among Small Farm Operators1 
CIeM Israel 
Uni- qfFlorida Agriarltraal lZqe&mt 
Station, GainmnermUe, Florida, 326lI 
ABSTRACT Effective delivery methods are important to the impact of 
Extension programs. The effectiveness of delivering Extension programs can be 
increased by matching the information channels used by Extension to those 
preferred by segments of the clientele. Thii study explores the preference patterns 
of clientele for obtaining information. The influence of selected individual and 
structural characteristics on those patterns also is examined. Data from a mail . 
survey (using the Total Design Method, or TDM) of small farm operators from 
six counties in Florida indicate that preference patterns vary. The analysis, using 
confmatory factor analysis, verified the presence of a lower cost preference 
pattern and two higher cost patterns, one focused on individual consultation and the 
other on group educational activities. Regression analysis also was used 
to 
determine the influence of selected individual level and structural level character- 
istics on the emergence of different preference patterns. These results can be used 
as 
a guide to maximize contact in delivering information to various segments of 
Extension audiences. 
Although much interest is focused on new technologies involving 
computers to provide information to Extension clientele, traditional 
methods of information delivery will continue to be the dominant mode 
in the near future. Effective delivery methods are important to the 
impact of Extension programs. The effectiveness of delivering 
Extension programs can be increased by matching the information 
channels employed by Extension to those preferred by segments of the 
clientele. Too often, little attention is given to planning the sequence 
of activities which are likely to lead to the outcomes intended for 
Extension programs. Contacting audiences is an important element in 
the implementation of these educational programs. Using appropriate 
information channels for different groups can facilitate developing 
'~evision of paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Rum1 Sociological Society. 
August, 1989, in Seattle, Washington. The author thanks anonymous referees fortheir commente. 
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widespread coverage of the target audience, which is then likely to 
increase the impacts of Extension activities (Rogers, 1983). 
Researchers recognize that some people use multiple information 
channels during the adoption process (Rogers, 1983), but few 
descriptions of these patterns are found in recent years (see for 
example Nolan and Lasley, 1979). Multiple channels are used by 
Extension to deliver information for several reasons, including the 
different contribution each channel can make to the phases of the 
adoption process and differential access or use by specific clientele 
groups (Lionberger and Gwin, 1982; Rogers, 1983). 
Exploration of the combinations of information channels which 
comprise different preference patterns can be guided by social 
exchange theory concepts (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1961). The central 
premise of social exchange, as it relates to the receptivity to Exten- 
sion's educational materials, is that clientele seek or accept information 
when the potential benefits outweigh the costs, and if a trust that the 
rewards will be delivered is established (cf. Dillman, 1978:12). 
Moreover, the influence of individual and structural variables on 
preference patterns can be deduced from these concepts and, in turn, 
used to select the combination of communication channels best suited 
to specific Extension audiences. 
This study examines the preference patterns of one of Extension's 
clientele groups for obtaining information. A sample of small farm 
operators is used to explore the utility of classifying preferences into 
higher and lower cost patterns. Given that this clientele group is likely 
to have combinations of information channels that they prefer, what do 
the concepts of benefits, costs, and trust suggest about the structure of 
these patterns? The influence of selected individual and structural 
characteristics on those patterns also is examined to determine the 
consistency of preferences among segments of Extension audiences. 
This study is conducted as part of a survey to obtain detailed informa- 
tion on the attributes of small farm operations and off-farm labor, 
farmers' attitudes toward their farm operation, and preferences 
concerning delivery methods of educational materials from Extension. 
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Potrerns ofinjbmatbn dumnelpr&=s: 
iM?Iu$fs, costs* and trust 
The potential benefits or rewards associated with different 
information channels vary in the depth, relevance, and specificity of 
the information that is provided to individuals. Extension clientele are 
likely to realize a greater benefit when information is relevant to their 
needs and when channels provide detailed information or allow for the 
presentation of individualized information. Extension clientele who 
become well informed also might gain social prestige from being 
recognized as well-informed and by adopting Extension's "best 
management practices. " 
Social costs also are expected to vary from one information 
channel to another. Extension clientele can incur costs in a number of 
ways, including travel costs to and from the Extension office to obtain 
information or to participate in workshops, demonstrations, or 
meetings, time spent reading information, watching video tapes or TV 
programs, acting in a socially inferior role (when asking a more 
knowledgeable Extension agent for help), and by creating an obligation 
that the client will act to support Extension in the future (cf. Coleman, 
1988). 
Information channels which appear to have higher costs also 
appear to have high potential benefits. For example, workshops and 
demonstrations may be relatively costly to many clientele because they 
must schedule time away from other activities for travel to and 
participation in the educational activity, but at the same time they can 
benefit from the detailed information presented and have opportunities 
to ask questions specific to their situation or to the clarify information. 
In contrast, newspaper articles are a lower cost channel for most 
clientele because papers are usually home or office delivered, and the 
time spent reading the information is convenient and short. However, 
this channel is likely to be of less benefit than others because of a lack 
of relevance, depth, or specificity for individual clients. 
Trust plays a key role by reducing the risk that clientele will incur 
costs in obtaining information and not find it to be useful. When the 
costs of information are perceived to be less than the potential benefits, 
Extension clientele can be expected to seek information. But the risks 
are greater when clientele use channels which carry higher costs. 
Thus, clientele who lack a trust relationship with Extension can be 
expected to minimize their risk by preferring a pattern of lower- 
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costflower-benefit information channels (or by not using Extension's 
information at all). - 
Two general patterns of preferences for information channels can 
be predicted on the basis of benefits, costs, and trust. One of these, a 
lower-costllower-benefit pattern of information channel preference is 
expected to include the use of mass media (radio, television, newspa- 
pers) and printed material (newsletters, Extension bulletins that 
clientele obtain by mail or pick up at the Extension office, and trade 
magazines). Since most people have TVs and radios and read 
newspapers, mass media channels are widely accessible to most of 
Extensions' clientele. Costs for information received by radio and TV 
include time expended and inflexible listening or viewing schedules. 
Newspapers carry the cost of subscribing in addition to the time spent 
reading information. Although the length of bulletins can raise their 
relative cost, most printed matter is relatively low cost. Bulletins .. 
which clientele pick up are likely to be more costly to them (primarily 
because of travel costs) than newsletters or bulletins that are mailed to 
clientele. Thus, bulletins that must be picked up are expected to be less 
frequently included in the preference listing by individuals with a 
lower cost pattern of preferences for information channels than are 
newsletters and bulletins that are mailed. It would also appear that 
these channels have little cost in terms of lowered social prestige or 
incurred obligation because there is limited contact with Extension 
professionals. The benefits from these channels are expected to be - 
limited in terms of their specificity to individual needs, and in many 
cases, in their relevance or depth of information. 
Clientele with the higher cost pattern of preferences are expected 
to be more likely to identify meetings, workshops, demonstrations, 
field days, individual consultation, and video tapes as their preferred 
channels. Clientele who prefer information channels included in the 
higher costhigher benefit pattern are expected to be differentiated into 
two groups: those preferring group educational channels and those 
preferring individual consultation. Some clientele are expected to 
prefer to use educational activities that are group-oriented (meetings, 
workshops, field days, and demonstrations). Use of these channels 
incurs the cost of traveling to those activities, the loss of flexibility in 
scheduling time to obtain information, and a somewhat higher level of 
obligation because of increased contact with Extension agents. 
However, social costs, in terms of obligation, can be minimized for 
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these channels by limiting behavior that is highly visible (e. g., asking 
questions which entail special assistance). One of the potential benefits 
of group educational activities, in addition to obtaining needed 
information, is the social contact and fellowship that many Extension 
clientele say they enjoy. Given that both the costs and potential 
benefits are thought to be higher for clientele who prefer group- 
focused information channels, the risk that the benefits will be 
unrealized is greater than for clientele with a lower costllower benefit 
preference pattern. As clientele develop a trust in Extension's ability 
to deliver useful information, the perception of the degree of risk can 
be assumed to decrease. 
As noted earlier, other clientele are expected to prefer information 
channels using one-on-one consultation. Individual consultation may 
occur through telephone conversations or by visits at the Extension 
office or at the client's farm. The latter two are likely to incur the 
greatest level of social obligation because of the time and attention that 
an agent directs to the client. Although office visits have the added 
cost of travel for clientele, the social costs of farm visits may out 
weigh that for office visits because of having asked for on-site personal 
help from the county agent (Blau, 1964). The potential benefits from 
office and farm visits, and to a lesser extent, telephone consultation are 
relatively high because clientele can obtain information tailored to their 
specific needs, especially in situations when the Extension educator 
needs to visually inspect the problem before he or she can make a 
recommendation. A preference pattern using individual consultation is 
viewed to carry a higher risk that potential benefits will be unfilled 
than with lower cost information channels. 
Video tapes, newsletters, and bulletins are expected to be used to 
complement information from group educational activities and 
individual consultation. VCR tapes also are costlier than mass media 
and printed material because clientele must spend time traveling to an 
Extension office to both obtain and return the tape (presuming they 
have a VCR player). Newsletters complement group activities for these 
clientele by providing information about times and locations of these 
activities. Bulletins can provide information to reinforce that provided 
during consultation. 
In sum, the small farm clientele are expected to show preferences 
for lower cost and higher cost patterns. Furthermore, higher 
costhigher benefit patterns are expected to be found with clientele who 
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prefer group-focused channels and those who prefer channels empha- 
sizing individual consultation. 
A long tradition of adoption and diffusion research has shown that 
differences in preference patterns occur because of individual level and 
structural level attributes (~ogers,  1983; Rogers and Shoemaker, 
1971). Individual level attributes reflect the felt need for information, 
attitudes toward and experience with Extension as a source of 
information, and the capability to obtain and use information. People 
who feel that they face a serious problem are more likely to select 
higher cost information channels than those who perceive a problem 
to be somewhat or moderately serious (Israel, 1988). Similarly, 
farmers who have started a new enterprise recently are more likely to 
face problems than are those who have had the same farming system 
for a lengthy period of time. Thus, the former group is likely to seek 
information more than the latter. On the other hand, changing 
regulations for pesticides, farm labor, etc., unstable markets, and 
fluctuations in weather (e.g., drought and freezes) can expand the need 
for information for farmers with long-established enterprises, as well 
as for those with new enterprises. 
The type of commodities produced on the farm also may carry a 
particular need for information. Nolan and Lasley (1979) reported that 
utilization of different information channels varied among types of 
farm operations. Some enterprises require more intensive management 
skills than other enterprises, and these skills are often limited in the 
small farm population. As with starting a new enterprise of any type, 
some enterprises involve a greater need for information. For clientele 
with these enterprises, the potential benefits of indepth, specific 
information obtained through higher cost channels may be worth 
risking the costs associated with obtaining that information. 
Attitudes toward Extension and experience with the organization 
are expected to play a critical role in preference patterns. Clientele 
who believed that Extension is among the best sources of information 
were more likely to select information channels that entail higher costs 
than individuals who did not hold that view (Israel, 1988). Similarly, 
those who have used Extension agents as a source of information are 
likely to have developed a relationship with the Extension staff. These 
clientele are likely to have, in turn, a greater trust in Extension than 
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clientele who have not used Extension. Hence, clientele who have 
obtained information from Extension in the past are expected to have 
a higher cost preference pattern than would clientele who have not 
used Extension. 
Measures of the capability to obtain information, including income 
and farm size, also affect preferences for and uses of different 
information channels (Brown, 1981; Rogers, 1983). Individuals who 
have greater resources can better afford a more costly pattern of 
information use. Those with large capital investments also have more 
at stake, and they can better justify using higher cost information 
channels. Likewise, the capacity to understand and use information, 
based on educational attainment, has been found to influence both 
patterns of information use and methods of delivery (Brown, 1981; 
Rogers, 1983; Rogers and Shoemaker, 1971). Higher levels of 
education reduce mental effort and, hence, the cost of using new 
information. On the other hand, the life cycle effects of age on 
learning decrease adoption and innovativeness in some instances but 
not in others (Rogers and Shoemaker, 197 1). 
Structural attributes can affect preference patterns as well. This is 
because county and community characteristics affect the capability of 
Extension to deliver information by each of the channels equally 
(Brown, 1981). In other words, clientele do not have equal access to 
information within each county and between counties. Counties with 
a larger staff, relative to the population in the county, can reach more 
clientele than can counties with a smaller staff. A more limited ability 
to meet with individuals might reduce the prevalence of preferences for 
channels that utilize onemane contact. 
Similarly, the number of local radio and television stations and 
circulation of daily and weekly newspapers affects the ability of 
Extension to disseminate information through these channels. Counties 
which lack radio and television stations or have small newspaper 
circulations constrain access to information for clientele. Nonmetro- 
politan counties are likely to have fewer mass media outlets than are 
metropolitan counties, and in these counties the number of clientele 
who express a preference for these channels is likely to be reduced. 
Another constraint to equal access is clientele's place of residence. 
Distance from the county Extension office affects the cost of obtaining 
information. Longer distances are likely to reduce the prevalence of 
preferences for patterns which include channels that require clientele 
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to spend much time traveling. The effect of distance is probably largest 
for attending group educational activities (meetings, workshops, 
demonstrations, and field days), picking up bulletins, picking up and 
returning VCR tapes, and for individual consultation at the Extension 
office. Distance effects on travel costs are expected to be negligible for 
mass media and printed materials associated with lower costllower 
benefit preference patterns. 
Data were obtained from a disproportionate stratified random 
sample of 1,350 (from a list of 7,951) small farm operators in six 
counties in Florida. Small farm operators were operationally defined 
as landowners who held between 5 and 150 acres of agriculturally 
assessed property. The six counties were selected to represent 
metropolitan and nonrnetropolitan areas of north central and north 
Florida. A mail survey was conducted in Spring, 1989, using the total 
design method (TDM) suggested by Dillman (1978). Of the 1,015 
small farm operators in the sample who were reachable, a total of 419 
provided usable responses to the mail survey (a response rate of 41.3 
percent). Of the usable responses, 37 reported operating farms with 
more than 150 acres. These surveys were excluded, leaving 382 
respondents. Of these, 326 reported a preference for one or more 
channels for receiving information from Extension. 
Comparison of the data from the 299 respondents (who provided 
complete information for the subsequent analysis) with characteristics 
for farms with 1 to 179 acres in the 1987 Census of Agriculture (U. 
S. Bureau of the Census, 1989) show a close correspondence in all 
cases. Selected comparisons shown below in Figure 1 suggest that bias 
from nonresponse is likely not significant. 
The survey data were supplemented with secondary data on 
metropolitan status (Bureau of Economic and Business Research, 
1988), data on Extension staffing patterns in Florida counties for 1988, 
and mileage data (Western Economic Research Co., 1986; 1987). 
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Figure 1. Sample compared to Census 
lllM SAWPLE CENSUP. 
Average number of acres 43.3 39.8 
Number of years fanning 15.4 14.2 
Average age (years) 52.3 53.4 
Operator's sex (96 male) 82.7 86.1 
Operator's race (46 white) 95.2 97.0 
Percent with an off-farm job 63 .O 61.1** 
Percent with irrigated land 33.4 33.5 
Fanm in Florida with 1 to 179 acrer (n = 29,025). 
** Percent of farm operatom who worked any days off the farm. 
The analysis was conducted in two steps. First, confirmatory factor 
analysis was used to examine models of preference patterns among 
types of information channels for farmers who said that they wanted 
information from Extension. The factor model was estimated for a 
matrix of polychoric correlations using LISREL (Joreskog and 
Sorbom, 1983).2 Since a disproportionate stratified sample was used 
and LISREL has no procedures for assigning weights, the data were 
weighted by "exploding" techniques (Sonquist and Dunkelberg, 1977). 
To obtain the desired integer weights (from 1 to 9) for the six 
counties, each observation was copied until the necessary weight was 
achieved. The fit of models for higher and lower cost preference 
patterns was assessed by examining model Chi-square statistics and 
estimate loadings of the eleven types of information channels and error 
terms to ascertain that these values were within acceptable ranges. 
In the second step, the influence of individual level and community 
level variables on patterns of preference are estimated. Covariance 
analysis using the SAS statistical program was employed to estimate 
these. Due to missing data for some variables, 299 observations were 
used in this part of the analysis. 
The &ta on preferences were discrete and did not approximate the mml didbution. 
Unweighted least squares is the preferred method for entimating models in this situation. 
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A total of 326 respondents said that they preferred one or more 
channels for receiving information from E~tension.~ Small farm 
operators selected an average of 3.5 information channels from among 
the eleven listed. 
Analysis of respondents' preferences provides general support of 
the notion of lower and higher cost patterns that was specified earlier. 
Three patterns were identified (see Table 1). These can be character- 
ized as a lower cost preference pattern, a higher cost preference 
pattern focused around group learning activities, and a higher cost 
preference pattern focused around individualized learning activities. 
The factor loadings shown in Table 1 indicate that the lower cost 
preference pattern relies primarily on mass media channels-newspaper 
articles, radio, and television-and these channels are complemented 
by bulletins that clientele pick up, bulletins that are mailed to clientele, 
trade magazines, and newsletters. 
The higher cost pattern with a focus on individualized educational 
activities emphasizes individual consultation at the Extension off~ce or 
at the farm and to a lesser extent by telephone. The channels in this 
pattern are complemented somewhat by meetings and workshops, 
video tapes for VCRs, and by bulletins that clientele pick-up. In 
comparison, the higher cost pattern, which carries a focus on group 
educational activities, emphasizes demonstrations, field days, meetings 
and workshops. These channels are complemented by newsletters and 
bulletins that are mailed to clientele, video tapes for VCRs, and 
bulletins that clientele pick up. 
There is a modest positive correlation (.256) between the two 
higher cost patterns (2, 3). This suggests that some individuals exhibit 
preferences which are encompassed by both patterns. In contrast, the 
lower cost pattern is negatively correlated with both of the higher cost 
patterns. Of note is the correlation (-,463) between the error variances 
'Data on preferences among the information channels were obtained by anking, "What ways 
do you prefer to receive agricultural information from Extension? (circle all that you prefer)." 
Items were coded 1 if circled and 0 ocherwise. The item were: bulletins you pick-up, newsletters 
or bulletins mailed to you, video tapes for your VCR, meetings or workshops, demonstrations 
or field days, newspaper alticles, trade magazines, radio or TV, individual coneultation by 
telephone, individual consultation at Extension oftice, visit at your farm by county agent, and 
other. Since only aeven respondents circled the "ocher" category, this was omifled From the 
analysis. 
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Table 1. Factor structure of preferences of contact channels 
LOWER -HKiHFRcOST- ERROR 
CHANNEL COST m ~ r v m ~ ~  GROUP R% VAR~ANCE 
1 Bulletins you pick up .427 .I98 .222 -239 .76 1 
2 Newaletten or bulletins -208 .OOO .370 ,156 .844 
mailed to you 
3 Video tapes for your VCR .000 .226 301 .I76 .a24 
4 Meetings or Workshops .000 .2% .795 .841 .I59 
5 Demonstrations or field day8 .oOO .000 313 .660 .340 
6 Newspaper a d c k  .801 .OOO .000 .641 359 
7 Trade magazines .410 
.000 .000 
.I68 .832 
8 Radio or TV 676 .000 .000 .457 543 
9 Individual comltation .OOO .473 
.000 
.224 .776 
by telephone 
10 Individual comltation .000 356 .000 -733 267 
at extension ofice 
11 Visit at your fann .OOO .708 .000 .502 .498 
by your county agent 
Theta delta 2 1 -A63 
Correlation among the factors: 1,2 -.I48 
1.3 -.I54 2.3 256 
Total coefficient of determi~tion for X variabks: .983 
Model goodness of fit index is .960 
M j u d  goodness of fit index is 924 
for bulletins that clientele pick up and newsletters and bulletins that are 
mailed to clientele (Theta delta 2 1 in Table 1). The negative correla- 
tion of the error terms appears to be caused by a tendency among 
respondents to select one of these items but not the other. 
As shown in Table 1, the overall fit of the model is acceptable 
(model goodness of fit index is .960, the adjusted index is .924). The 
squared multiple correlation (R2,s) of the individual channels range 
between .I56 and .841. Newspaper articles (R2,=.641) is the best 
instrument of the lower cost preference pattern. Demonstrations and 
field days (R2,= ,841) and meetings and workshops (*= .660) are 
both good instruments of the group focused higher cost preference 
pattern, while individual consultation at the Extension office 
(@,= .733) best represents the higher cost pattern which has a focus 
on individualized educational activities. 
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Data in Table 2 summarize the results of the covariance analy~is.~ 
An examination of the coefficients and model statistics reveal several 
points of interest. First, the fit of each of the three models varies. The 
R2 for the model of individual and structural influences on preference 
for a lower cost pattern was .102. Better fits were obtained for the 
higher cost preference patterns which focus on individualized educa- 
tional activities (R2=.253) and on group educational activities 
(R2= .203). Second, the nature of the relationships varies across the 
three models, with use of Cooperative Extension agents as a source of 
information during the past year as a key factor in preferences for both 
of the higher cost patterns but not for the lower cost pattern. A more 
detailed analysis of each model follows. 
Looking first at the extent of preference for a pattern of lower cost 
information channels, it can be seen from the coefficients presented in 
Table 2 that educational attainment is a statistically significant 
predictor of a preference for lower cost channels. Preference for lower 
cost channels is higher among small farm operators who have lower 
levels of educational attainment than for farmers who have higher 
educational attainment (Beta = -.188). Acres of pasture has a 
significant negative effect (Beta = -. 194) on preference for lower cost 
channels (as well as higher cost channels) while acres of vegetables 
shows a positive effect (Beta = .128).' Contrary to expectation, 
metropolitan status (and its better access to mass media channels) did 
Variables in the analysis were coded: County extension staff s b n u m b e r  of agricultural 
agents per 1.000 fanners; Metro status--1 =metropolitan status in 1983, O=nonmetropolitan; 
Miles to CES office-straight line mileage from the center of the fanner's zipcode zone to 
Extension county oftice; Education--1 =Some high school or less, 2=High school graduate or 
equivalent, 3 =Some college or vocational school, 4=Completed college degree, 5 =Completed 
a graduate or professional degree; Age-in actual years; Fann size-total number of acres; 
Family income-l=less than $10,000, 2=$10,000 to $14,999, 3=$15,000 to $19,999, 
4=$20.000to$29,999,5=$30,000to S39,999,6=$40,000ormore; 
UncExtension-1 =county 
Extension agent was used as 
a source f information on agricultural matters over the last year, 
O=not used; New enterprise-1 =began one or more new fanning enterprises over the last 5 
years, O=did not begin any ew enterprises. 
The effect of producing a number of different commodities were examined in several 
models. Commodities which showed a significant effect for any one of the preference patterns 
were retained. 
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Table 2. Regression of three patterns of preferences of information channels 
on individual and structural attributes 
LOWEX com mOIW carr 
- MDlVIWAL GROUP 
VARUBLES B BErA B BETA B B m A  
CES ag. staff aim .012 .035 .032 .075 .005 .015 
Metro status -.I45 -.I12 -.I19 -.077 -2.39 -.170+ 
Miles to CES office .003 .027 -.012 -.I07 -.012 -.118* 
Education -.098 -.l88** .079 .124* .040 .070 
Age .004 .087 -.005 -.082 -.004 -.071 
Farm aim .001 .070 .002 .080 -.0001 -.006 
Family income .042 .lo9 -.049 -.lo6 ,020 .048 
Uae Extension .030 .022 .606 .382*** .447 .311*** 
New enterprise .025 .018 .IS0 .090 .040 .027 
Acres of pasture -.005 -.194* -.005 -.155* -.004 -.I25 
Acres of vegetables .047 .123* -.M -.014 -.026 -.M2 
Acre8 of berries .030 .081 .057 .126+ .052 .127* 
Head of cattle .005 .089 -.001 -.014 .011 .197** 
Intercept -628 .678 .790 
Model Statistics 
F 2.-* 7.414*** 5.573*** 
R2 .lo2 253 .203 
Adj. RZ .o6 1 .219 .I66 
p<.OS, ** p<.01. *** p<.001 
not show a significant positive affect on the extent of preference for 
lower cost information channels. 
Influences on the extent of preference for the higher cost pattern 
which focuses on individualized educational consultation differed from 
those of the lower cost pattern. Using Extension as a source for 
agricultural information was a significant positive influence on the 
extent of preference for this pattern. Small farm operators who used 
Extension over the last year were more likely to prefer a higher cost 
pattern focused around individual contact then were farmers who did 
not use Extension (Beta = .382). In addition, farmers who had higher 
levels of educational attainment showed a greater preference for this 
pattern of higher cost channels than did farmers who had less 
education (Beta = .124). Owners (with a large acreage of berries) also 
had a greater preference for higher cost individualized information 
channels than did those with a smaller or no acreage (Beta = .126). 
Growers with a large berry operation may prefer individualized 
information channels because production of this crop is relatively new 
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to Florida and entails high capital costs and risk. In contrast, prefer- 
ence for this pattern tended to decrease with acres of pasture (Beta = - 
.155). 
Influences on the extent of preference for the higher cost pattern 
which focuses on group educational activities showed some similarities 
with the preference pattern for higher cost individual channels. Using 
Extension for agricultural information was significantly associated 
(Beta = .3 11) with the extent of preference for higher cost channels 
involving group activities. On the other hand, educational attainment 
showed no significant effect on the extent of preferences for this 
pattern (Beta = .070), although the sign is the same. Small farm 
operators who have a farm in a metropolitan county also were less 
likely to prefer these information channels than were farmers in 
nonmetropolitan counties (Beta = -. 170). As expected, distance to the 
Extension office had a negative (Beta = 
-. 
118) affect on preferences 
for channels focused on group activities. Finally, preference for this 
higher cost pattern increased for two types of enterprises, acres of 
berries (Beta = .127) and head of cattle (Beta = .197). 
Disc and wnclusbns 
This paper has focused on the preference patterns of small farm 
operators for obtaining information from the Cooperative Extension 
Service. The purpose was twofold. First, to explore the existence of 
lower and higher cost patterns of information channel preferences for 
small farm operators, and second, to assess the influence of individual 
and structural attributes on the extent of preference for lower and 
higher cost channels. 
For the small farm operators who reported a preference for one or 
more information channels, three patterns of preferences were found. 
The presence of a lower cost preference pattern and two higher cost 
patterns (one focused on group educational activities and the other 
centered around individualized consultation) was supported by 
confirmatory factor analysis. This supports the view that a combination 
of channels can (and should) be used to deliver information to 
Extension's clientele. Whether specific channels of any given combina- 
tion have more affect during different phases of the adoption process 
(cf. Rogers, 1983) was not examined and remains for future research. 
The covariance analysis shows that preference patterns are 
distributed unevenly among different segments of small farm operators. 
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Several individual level attributes were found to be significant 
influences on preference patterns. The use of Extension as a source of 
information had a strong positive effect on preferring higher cost 
information channels. This evidence supports the view that farmers 
who have obtained agricultural information from Extension are likely 
to have greater trust in the organization. As this relationship and trust 
develops, the risk that farmers face in using higher cost channels to 
obtain information is apparently reduced. 
The evidence concerning the effect of need on the preference for 
higher cost (and higher benefits) patterns was mixed. As expected, 
some enterprises were associated with a higher cost preference pattern. 
The production of berries was one enterprise which was associated 
with a preference for higher cost information channels. The effect was 
similar for both preference patterns. Since commercial berry produc- 
tion is relatively new to Florida, farmers producing this commodity 
may still need help in "working the bugs out" and thus prefer 
specialized onean-one help from the county agent and "how to" 
demonstrations (Lionberger and Gwin, 1982). At the same time, 
starting a new enterprise (irrespective of its history of production in 
the state or availability of information on the commodity) was not 
significantly associated with a preference for higher cost information 
channels. 
Contrary to expectations, resources such as family income and 
farm size had little effect on preferences for higher cost information 
channels. The ability to understand and use information, as indicated 
by educational attainment, had a negative effect on the lower cost 
preference pattern of small farmers but a positive effect on preferences 
for higher cost channels focusing on individual consultations. This 
contrasts somewhat with the positive influence of educational attain- 
ment that was found for the general population (Israel, 1988). The 
effect of age was minimal for small farm operators. 
Several structural level attributes were found to influence prefer- 
ence patterns of small farm operators. Access to the Extension office, 
as a function of distance to the Extension office, was associated with 
a preference for higher cost channels focused on group educational 
activities such as demonstrations and meetings. The evidence supports 
the view that selected channels are not equally accessible and some 
"cost" individual farmers more than others, even when past use of 
Extension and trust in Extension is controlled (Brown, 1989). 
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Although the availability of agricultural agents was expected to affect 
preferences for higher cost channels, especially those involving 
individual consultation, little support for this was found. 
A number of factors in addition to agent staffing patterns are likely 
to influence the quality of the Extension program experienced by small 
farm operators, and in turn, affect preference patterns. Extension 
agents vary from county to county in training, experience, and interest 
in the development and delivery of specific subject-matter programs. 
Likewise, organization structure and tradition provides differential 
resources and rewards for conducting educational programs for small 
farm audiences. Although data on the content and delivery methods of 
specific county Extension programs were not available, two indicators 
of the quality of programs for small farm operators (i.e., the number 
of agent mandays expended on small farm operator programs during 
the 1988-89 fiscal year and the number of clientele contacts made 
during small farms programs) were examined. Neither indicator 
significantly affected the results reported above (data not shown). This 
suggests that characteristics and past performance of county Extension 
professionals may be less important to clientele preferences than 
previously thought. 
Metropolitan status was a significant negative influence on 
preference for the higher cost pattern focusing on group educational 
activities. The parameter estimates for metro status were negative for 
the other preference patterns as well. Although metro status was 
expected to be associated with greater access to mass media channels 
and greater preference for these lower cost information channels, the 
evidence does not support this view. Instead, small farm operators in 
metropolitan counties have lower levels of preference for all three 
patterns of information channels. 
These findings suggest a strategy for improving the coverage of 
Extension programs for small farm operators, as well as for other 
audiences. During the development and planning phase of the program 
cycle, the profile of the audience should be used to select information 
channels which are most likely to maximize contact. These methods 
should be compatible with the characteristics and perspectives of the 
clientele (Obahayujie and Hillison, 1988) and with the resources and 
training of the county agent. For example, programs which focus on 
newly emerging enterprises and associated problems from changing 
governmental regulations, commodity markets, or new varieties can 
16
Journal of Rural Social Sciences, Vol. 08 [1991], Iss. 1, Art. 4
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss/vol08/iss1/4
Reaching Ertension 's Clientele-Israel 31 
better utilize higher cost information channels, especially those 
involving consultation between the county agent and small farm 
operator. These channels allow county agents to deliver information 
that is tailored to the farmers' specific problems and concerns. 
Although small farm operators who may have established a trust 
relationship with Extension show a preference for higher cost 
channels, more so for those involving individual consultation, this 
creates a dilemma for county agents. That is, how does one establish 
a trust relationship with a larger number of farmers in a county when 
the agent's resources, especially time, are constrained? This is a 
problem in Florida, where the number of small farms increased during 
the early 1980s and has continued to do so (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, 1989). Clearly, new techniques are needed to help county 
agents stretch their resources. Volunteers might be recruited from the 
farming community to train as "master farmers" to provide additional 
manpower for delivering information through higher cost channels 
(e.g., office consultation, farm visits, as well as participating in 
demonstrations). A strategy which focuses on using higher cost 
information channels is likely to increase the impact of the Extension 
program over the course of time because these channels are generally 
more effective in creating behavioral change (Lionberger and Gwin, 
1982). 
At the same time, greater emphasis on higher cost information 
channels means that access costs will need to be addressed. Since 
preference for these channels is adversely affected by distance, it is 
important to offer the same educational activities (e. g., meetings or 
demonstrations) in multiple locations throughout a county. Use of 
multiple locations may decrease attendance at any single meeting, but 
is likely to increase total participation since the cost of travel for 
individual farmers is reduced. Not including the effects of infra- 
structural constraints, such as travel time, in planning the delivery of 
educational programs is likely to reduce the impact of Extension's 
efforts. 
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